accomplishments. Grandson to a rector of Drumcliffe, where he would later find his final resting place "Under bare Ben Bulben's head," the "simple minded religion" of his childhood was Protestantism, under whose teachings he was raised, as befitted a member of the socalled Irish Protestant Ascendancy -even if his family was somewhat "fringe Ascendancy,"
and even "déclassé" 3 as his father, John Butler Yeats, relinquished a career as a barrister in order to pursue an artistic life.
To his materialist father's discontentment, Yeats's idea of art necessarily included a religious basis. In a letter to the Fenian John O'Leary, Yeats defended himself against his father's charges of irrationalism:
Now as to Magic. It is surely absurd to hold me "weak" or otherwise because I chose to persist in a study which I decided deliberately four or five years ago to make, next to my poetry, the most important pursuit of my life.
(…) If I had not made magic my constant study I could not have written a single word of my Blake book, nor would The Countess Kathleen ever come to exist. The mystical life is the centre of all that I do and all that I think and all that I write. Yeats ranged speculatively through Platonism, Neoplatonism, and Christianity; Arabic and Indian philosophy; Buddhism and the spiritual implications of Japanese Noh drama; Irish mythology and folklore; Hermeticism, the Kabbala, Swedenborgian angelogy, Theosophy, psychical experiment, astrology, automatic writing, and the Lord knows what.
5
To this list I would add that he was heavily influenced by mystics such as Boehme and by fellow poet and mystic William Blake, whose works he edited and annotated into the threevolume edition mentioned in the letter.
From this amalgam, Yeats derived many aspects of his own system of belief, which was later expounded in the two versions of A vision (1925; 1937) and related prose. In the ty," Yeats describes his life-long search for overreaching essay "If I were four-and-twen explanations, for totalizing solutions, and for the need to unify his interests: "Hammer your thoughts into unity" was the sentence he tested all he did by. 6 The same impulse propelled him in the writing of A vision, described by Margaret Mills Harper as "part cosmology, part apocalypse, part psychoanalysis, part poetry, and part confusion". 7 Of this volume, Yeats has commented:
I write [A vision] very much for the young men between twenty and thirty, as at that age, and younger, I wanted to feel that any poet I cared forShelley let us say -saw more than he told of, had in some sense seen into the mystery. I read more into certain poems than they contained, to satisfy my interest. The young men I write for may not read my Vision -they may care too much for poetry -but they will be pleased that it exists. (...) I have constructed a myth, but then one can believe in a myth -one only assents to philosophy.
8
Yeats draws here a traditional distinction between myth and philosophy, one that has great resonance in his work. In his study of Blake, he had come across the idea of the conflict between the individual and the universal, a conflict brought about from the breaking down of an original unity which included man and God. Even if the joining of the fragmented individual with the universal could only be possible with the restoration of the Golden Age, man still possessed an element of the universal that was "mood" or emotion. Thus, passions and emotions became holy, deriving from the universal. According to Leonard E. Nathan, in his reading of Blake Yeats found that "emotion, then, is associated with the good and the supernatural, while reason is associated with the evil and the natural". 9 In Yeats's own words:
The mischief began at the end of the seventeenth century when man became passive before mechanized nature. That lasted to our own day with the exception of a brief period between Smart's Song of David and the death of Byron, wherein imprisoned men beat upon the door. (…) Soul must become its own betrayer, its own deliverer, the mirror turn lamp.
10
Reason was the realm of philosophy, whereas emotion was the realm of the mythical, of the religious, and of the arts.
The conflation of religion and art was even more patent in his drama than in his poetry stical prose. The ritualistic aspect of drama was central to him, or even in his more overtly my as he believed that the theater was "essentially defined by a ceremoniousness profoundly akin to religious ritual; the identification of theater with religious verse is one of those deeply held ideas that links Yeats's work from first to last". Faced with the multifarious activities, the feints and turns, the wildly differing worlds which WBY [William Butler Yeats] embraced, Ellmann followed his subject's example in dealing with his life thematically: WBY's utobiographies dictate this arrangement for his life, and it is a own A thematic one. (…) The natural reaction is (…) to deal with the periods of frantic and diverse involvements, as in the early 1900s, by separating out the strands of occultism, drama and love, and addressing them individually. 14 This division is then understood in the context of the biography, the object of both Ellmann's and Foster's studies. Nevertheless, as the text points out, it was soon followed by several other studies. Although this division is justifiable by Yeats's own practices, I agree with Foster on the impossibility of separating these strands as they worked in shaping the composite identity of Yeats as an artist. Thus, even though my choice of methodology is in itself thematic, and therefore necessarily a selection, it does not seek to separate Yeats into two schizophrenic personalities.
Yeats is concerned with evil on many levels. In his system, evil is an important force of change, and knowledge of evil is necessary for the achievement of Unity of Being, the final The beatific vision of Phase 15 is, like its religious counterpart, at once simultaneous and whole: that is, in it all experience is integrated, everything finds its place. But it has one startling difference from the perfect joy of traditional ecstasy. It involves somehow a process of purgation, a time of pain, a passage through vision, where evil reveals itself in its final meaning. In this phase, those who had not known evil come to see it, and those who had not known good experience it in a similar manner. As a self-declared disciple of Blake, Yeats agreed with the idea that "Without Contraries there is no progression", 18 but not without qualification of the idea of progression; for him progress was a vulgar innovation of the Enlightenment.
For the straight and forward-pointing line Yeats substituted the figure of the gyre and of the interconnecting cones. But for Yeats, only when the soul manages to regard both good and evil impassively can it ascend to a higher state. As long as it is bound to the distinction, it will be "caught in the treadmill of repetition". 19 This repetition is enacted in Purgatory.
This idea of evil is closer to Blake's, and is in some ways an extension of the idea of the contraries:
It is hard to see how this odd type of evil [cruelty and ignorance] could be the conditions for the entrance of a species of Paradise: Yeats's metaphysics seems to have gone too far. But when we recall that for him, the cruelty of the beloved and the ignorance of the lover (themes which recur so often in the plays) were the two essential ingredients for a tenacious passion, the passage becomes less obscure.
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The evil here alluded is then seen as both the genesis of passion, an important characteristic of the hero, and as a source of adversities to be (at least in an attempt) overcome.
For Yeats, this is the other facet to evil. In A vision, he states that "evil is that which opposes Unity of Being". 21 This depiction is closer to St. Augustine's, who defines evil as "merely the privation of good". 22 It seems contradictory that evil is necessary for achieving Unity of Being while also impeding it. Nevertheless, Yeats's focus on struggle, on the process rather than on the result, dissolves this contradiction as it makes evil an obstacle to conquer. It is a doctrine of perfectibility: in The countess Cathleen, the evil that decimates the land leads the heroine to her final sacrifice, which in turn saves and immortalizes her. Since there is no God, and no devil, in The countess Cathleen except in the allegorical form of the merchants, all agency is attributed to a disembodied history or even fate.
Determinism and free will are crucial in Yeats's understanding of history, and the description of the historical cycles, past and future, occupies an extensive part of A vision. Patrick J.
Keane elaborates on how Yeats's cycles and their determinism depart from the "grey truth"
Yeats rejected:
How does the self, having rejected one machine (the Newtonian clockwork universe of dead matter in motion), find freedom and even exultation in a universe roughly calculable by wheels and interlocking gyres? Yeats's paradoxical solution -defining freedom as the recognition of necessity, asserting that creative man is at one "predestinate and free" -goes beyond evil, and how it figures in a world marked by such recurrence. In these cycles, evil is a necessity, even in its more metaphysical side:
The original Deluge, we recall, did not drown "the ceremony of innocence," but rather came to cleanse corruption, and this is the characteristic function of mythical cataclysms. Yeats's world, however, is not being destroyed out of wrath but of necessity. There is no agency at work, no God repaying with vengeance. The ceremony of innocence is drowned by a tide of anarchy which, though evil and murderous in itself, is nevertheless historically innocent, acting as an agent of inevitable historical necessity. 27 Yeats's system included, simply put, a series of 2000-year historical cycles that would follow one another and be the previous one's antithesis, following the structure of two intersecting gyres. The cycles can be subdivided into shorter ones, and the important aspect is the simultaneity of both cycles; the apex of the one coincides with the base of the other. The end of one historical cycle and the beginning of another is followed by a period of intense violence, as Charlemagne's conquests marked the year 1000 A.D. and as the fall of Rome marked the end of the classical sub-era.
The Christian era, whose end Yeats felt drew near, was not agreeable to the poet. It was a primary, objective era, when the individual counted as part of a whole rather than as self-sufficient entity. The previous era, whose apex was the opulence of Byzantium, valued the antithetical, the subjective, and the individual. It is thus understandable that Yeats should exult at the end of the Christian era even in the face of the coming violence, as he witnessed the Great War and the escalating tension of World War II. As Vendler noted, whereas this violence was evil in itself, it was also the portent of a newly arriving, and possibly more congenial era.
Several studies have focused on A vision and related prose, explicating these cycles and Yeats's understanding of history in view of his system. Swan and shadow: Yeats's dialogue with history, by Thomas R. Whitaker, was one of the first, and is possibly still the best, study of this relation. This study's motto is the idea of dialogue, the interplay between self and subject. Yeats saw personal history and world history as reflecting one another, the history of the mind closely linked to the history of its surroundings. Whitaker focuses on the balance between freedom and fate and on the possibility of change in the cycles. The play is based on the story of a saintly Irish countess who, in a time of famine and despair, sells her soul to the devil in order to save the peasants around her by using the money she gets to buy food and stop them from selling their souls out of hunger. To this moral tale, Yeats had begun by introducing an emphasis alien to his source and by refusing suggestions that might have appealed to a dramatist less concerned with the personal and the subtle. It was this re-making of the "conflict between the forces of good and evil" into a hinted choice between dreams and responsibility that was to grow progressively into a much more elaborate structure.
In her Yeats's Vision and later plays, Helen Vendler examines
Yeats's "mystery religion" (to borrow the title of Graham Hough's seminal book) not only included unorthodox views on damnation but also a belief in the conflation of Christianity and paganism in Irish folklore. The poet Aleel, whose prominence grew in the consecutive revisions, is the memory and heart of paganism in the play, but it is in the other peasants, less archetypical and more supposedly "truly Irish," that this syncretism most offended readers and theatergoers.
In his search for condensation and suggestion rather than exposition (made clear in the comparison between the early five-act long The countess Cathleen and the late one-act Purgatory), Yeats frequently resorted to characters who were types rather than fully developed figures. We thus have the Rua men, who follow a carpe diem philosophy and hope for the best (reassuring themselves that there is no proof of the existence of the soul), being blasphemous, base, and corrupt; Mary Rua, the pious poor, who dies with her lips tinged with green from eating dandelions rather than selling her soul; Oona, whose Christianity conforms to the practical side of life; the Countess Cathleen, whose personality is quickly established in a parallel with the Virgin Mary; and aforementioned Aleel, the romantically lost pagan poet.
Aleel is lost in many ways: his soul cannot be bought because it is lost to another, namely his love, the Countess Cathleen. For the devil merchants who buy souls in the play have a very clear set of rules in their valuing system: souls are valuable relative to their purity. Being comparable to the Virgin Mary, the countess has the most valuable soul in the play: it is a gemstone, for she is pure, innocent, and good.
From the countess's innocence also springs what is revealed as her salvation: acting from instinct, she is able to come to solutions a more learned Christian might be caught on.
Giving away her best, she is able to save others, and sacrificing herself for those who may even be undeserving (most of the peasants are shown to be lecherous, murderous, and thieving), she is also comparable to Jesus Christ. Avarice is also one of the sins that the Boy in Purgatory exhibits and can be said to have triggered his murder at the hands of the Old Man, his father. When the Boy tries to reach for the Old Man's bag of money, the Old Man awakens from his reverie and attacks the boy.
Even if the murder was planned, as to relieve the soul of his mother, the Old Man is brought to action in response to the Boy's attempt at his purse.
In the absence of God, it is up to the Old Man, he thinks, to attempt at judgment and take over matters of salvation and damnation in Purgatory. The Old Man is the mouthpiece of the play, as well as a sort of anti-hero. that which hinders the achievement of Unity of Being, for instance. In this sense, evil can be see as an obstacle to be conquered and therefore a chance for a soul to evolve. We find this kind of evil in The countess Cathleen: the Famine is an evil that brings out the best in her and leads her to her final sacrifice, one that will ultimately assure her place in heaven. As a drama focused on the heroine, this solution works for the play, but is ultimately questionable.
Another type of evil is the crimes we see in Purgatory. Despite being justified in terms of the Old Man's attempt to "end all consequence" of his mother's original sin, they are nonetheless evil and bring out no good: the Old Man cannot stop her mother's remorse. Similarly, there is condemnation of the mother's sin, and the effect is overwhelming: it leads to the end of a house, to the end of a line, to the end of a time, to the end of a civilization. As the Old Man puts it, it is a capital offence. 
RESUMO

